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A majority of state legislatures in Mexico have voted to ratify the weak indigenous-rights bill
approved by the Mexican Congress earlier this year, further threatening the peace process in
Chiapas state. Ratification by at least half of Mexico's state legislatures was required because the
bill involves an amendment to the Mexican Constitution. The legislatures of Nayarit and Michoacan
states ratified the measure on July 12, meaning that legislators in 17 out of 31 states had approved
the bill as of that date. The state of Chihuahua approved the initiative a week later, bringing the
number of states approving the diluted indigenous-rights law to 18.
The measure gained approval in the 18 states because coalitions formed by the long-governing
Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) and the conservative Partido Accion Nacional (PAN)
were sufficient to overcome opposition from the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica
(PRD) and smaller parties like the Partido del Trabajo (PT). The legislation was expected to gain
easy approval in Baja California, Tamaulipas, and Yucatan, the only states that had not voted on the
initiative as of July 18. The PRI and the PAN hold large majorities in the three state legislatures.

Measure rejected in states with large indigenous population
Still, many PRI members joined the PRD in the 10 states where the measure was defeated.
Among those states rejecting the legislation were Chiapas, Oaxaca, and Guerrero, which have
large indigenous populations. Heavy lobbying from members of various indigenous groups was
instrumental in the defeat of the initiative in the Chiapas, Oaxaca, Guerrero, and Mexico state
legislatures.
In Guerrero, representatives from 70 Tlapaneco, Nahua, Mixteco, and Amuzgo communities wrote a
joint declaration opposing the legislation and spelling out their rights. Other legislatures that voted
against the initiative were Baja California Sur, Zacatecas, Hidalgo, Sinaloa, Morelos, and San Luis
Potosi.
The indigenous-rights bill that was sent to state legislatures for ratification was much weaker than
the version first sent by President Vicente Fox Quesada to state legislatures in December 2000. Fox's
bill, based on agreements reached by negotiators and the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion Nacional
(EZLN) in San Andres Larrainzar, Chiapas state, in 1996, granted rights of self-determination and
control of their natural resources to indigenous communities (see SourceMex, 1996-02-21).
The PRI and the PAN significantly diluted the original initiative by adding language that required
indigenous communities to act in accordance with the Mexican Constitution and state laws (see
SourceMex, 2001-05-02). Sens. Manuel Bartlett Diaz of the PRI and Diego Fernandez de Cevallos of
the PAN promoted the changes in the bill, arguing that the revised measure addressed indigenous
autonomy while preserving national sovereignty and individual rights under the Constitution.
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The revised measure won broad support from PAN and PRI members in both chambers of
Congress. "This law meets 70% of the agreements reached at San Andres Larrainzar," said PAN
Deputy Jorge Rubio Reynoso. "Some agreements were not met because their approval would
radically change the way our government is structured."
The PRD, which organized opposition to the diluted bill in the state houses, is now leading efforts
to have the legislation invalidated. The party has challenged the procedures used in eight state
legislatures to ratify the bill and has threatened to bring the matter before the nation's highest court
(Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nacion, SCJN). "The legislation should have been ratified in the
state legislatures by a two-thirds vote and not by a simple majority," said PRD president Amalia
Garcia Medina.
In some states, the legislature and the governor held divergent positions. In Tlaxcala, the state
legislature approved the measure, which was later vetoed by Gov. Alfonso Sanchez Anaya. But state
legislators said the governor's veto lacked legal support, since it involved a federal law and not a
state initiative. "The state executive is only empowered to intervene in matters involving laws and
decrees originating in the state legislature," said a statement from the Tlaxcala state legislature.

Initiative to return to Congress for second vote
Despite the approval by a majority of state legislatures, the measure must be brought back to
Congress, which must affirm it by at least a two-thirds majority. During the first round of voting in
late April, the initiative received 100% support in the Senate and was approved by a 386-60 margin
in the lower house.
The Senate vote could change some in the second round, since PRD legislators took a lot of criticism
for the initial vote and are inclined not to support the bill the second time. But the PRD and its ally
the PT hold only 17 seats in the Senate, compared with 111 for the PRI, PAN, and their allies.
Some dissidents from the PRI and the PAN could vote against the measure during the second
round, including some members of the congressional Chiapas peace commission (Comision de
Concordia y Pacificacion, COCOPA). But there are not enough dissident members to make a
difference. The strong odds that the initiative will gain a two-thirds majority during the second
round of voting have led PRD leaders and representatives of indigenous communities to lobby
President Fox to veto the measure.
Fox, who was sharply criticized for failing to mount a vigorous defense of the original bill when it
came up before the Congress during the first round of voting, has not indicated his position on a
possible veto. But Xochitl Galvez Ruiz, Fox's special adviser on indigenous affairs, said the president
might not have the power to veto measures that involve a Constitutional amendment.
Galvez and other influential leaders like Chiapas Gov. Pablo Salazar Mendiguchia and Marcos
Matias of the Instituto Nacional Indigenista (INI) are instead urging the president to ask legislators
to make necessary changes in the initiative before it comes up for a second round of voting. Matias
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urged the executive and Congress not to "close the door to peace" by enacting legislation that does
not resolve the needs of the indigenous communities in Mexico. "There is still time to make needed
changes," Matias said at a press conference held with Galvez on July 17.
Salazar asked Congress to keep an open mind when considering the measure during the second
round of voting. "Indigenous communities and many state legislatures have rejected this measure,
which should be a very solid argument to bring to the federal Congress," said Salazar. COCOPA
added its voice to those publicly rejecting the diluted legislation. Members of the committee have
pledged to lead the effort to push for the necessary changes when the bill comes up for the second
round of voting. "The majority cannot decide the future of the minority," said PAN Sen. Luisa Maria
Calderon Hinojosa, current COCOPA chairperson.
Still, the move to modify the legislation during the second round of voting faces an uphill battle
because three powerful senators Fernandez de Cevallos, Bartlett Diaz, and PRI leader Enrique
Jackson Ramirez stand in the way. "I reiterate the text of the Constitution," Bartlett told reporters.
"The reform was already approved by two-thirds of the Congress and by the majority of state
legislatures. That is the bottom line." Miguel Alvarez Gandara, who once headed a now-disbanded
independent peace commission (Comision Nacional de Intermediacion, CONAI), said a quick
approval without debate during the second round of voting could sink any hopes for peace in
Chiapas.
CONAI, created by former San Cristobal de las Casas Roman Catholic Bishop Samuel Ruiz, served
for many years as an intermediary between government representatives and the EZLN. "The worst
mistake now would be for Congress to approve this measure through a fast-track process because
this would burn any bridges that still exist in the peace process," said Alvarez Gandara.

Zapatista supporters question government's peace commitment
The EZLN has not issued public statements related to the legislation's passage in the 18 states.
But supporters of the Zapatista rebels fear the approval of the weak bill could unleash renewed
violence, not only in Chiapas but also in other areas where indigenous groups feel that they are
being deprived of their rights. "We have no hope that the law approved by Congress will benefit
indigenous communities," said Lucas Hernandez, mayor of San Andres Larrainzar. "It has become
obvious that the Mexican government has no interest in peace in this region."
Alvarez Gandara said he feared that renewed conflict could force the Fox government to harden
its position. "Today we view with great concern a return to the conditions and the strategies used
during the presidency of Ernesto Zedillo," he said. (Sources: The News, 06/07/01, 06/15/01; Reuters,
07/11/01, 07/12/01; Proceso, 07/15/01; CNI en Linea, 06/07/01, 06/12/01, 07/10/01, 07/12/01, 07/16/01;
Notimex, 06/12/01, 06/24/01, 06/28/01, 07/12/01, 07/15/01, 07/16/01; Associated Press, 06/15/01,
07/12/01, 07/13/01, 07/16/01; La Cronica de Hoy, 07/16/01; El Economista, 06/01/01, 06/21/01, 07/13/01,
07/17/01; El Financiero, 06/06/01, 06/08/01, 06/14/01, 06/21/01, 07/17/01; La Jornada, 06/06/01,
06/08/01, 06/15/01, 06/21/01, 06/22/01, 06/27/01, 06/29/01, 07/06/01, 07/10-17/01; Reforma, 06/10/01,
06/11/01, 06/29/01, 07/12/01, 07/13/01, 07/16/01, 07/17/01; Novedades, 06/15/01, 07/10/01, 07/13/01,
07/15/01, 07/17/01; El Universal, 06/01/01, 06/06/01, 06/29/01, 07/06/01, 07/10/01, 07/12/01, 07/13/01,
07/16-18/01)
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